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Abstract
The purpose of my research was to examine the Southeast Asian American (SEAA) identity in
connection to performance and sense of belonging at institutions of higher education. The central
focus was trying to understand the SEAA experience as opposed to the “model minority”
narrative that is typically associated with the Asian American community. My research questions
are what is the impact of their SEAA identity on their navigation in higher education? How do
these students make meaning of their identity and sense of belonging at UC San Diego? How can
I increase the visibility of the Southeast Asian American narrative at UC San Diego? And how
can the new insights I learn help inform better resources and services to support their success and
connection to the university? I found that students do not often get the opportunities to reflect on
their identities and what that means to them, specifically their SEAA identity. Students require
more support at the institutional level for programming and spaces on campus to contribute to a
greater sense of belonging and a positive impact on their academic success.
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Introduction
When looking at institutions of higher education, we see many Asian American students
enrolled and graduating from these campuses, therefore it might be concluded that they are all
succeeding academically. However, when investigated further, we might see a completely
different picture. When it comes to the topic of education and Asian American students, the
Southeast Asian American community tends to be disregarded and overlooked as they live under
an “Asian” umbrella term. Asian American students are usually combined under one narrative,
one image, one story that stems from the “model minority” perception that typically assumes that
all Asians are to find successes and be successful with little to no type of help or assistance. This
generalization is harmful, specifically for Southeast Asian American students because it can
undermine their experiences and struggles and hinder the ability to seek support.
I have gone through this journey of higher education as an Asian American, but more
specifically as a Southeast Asian American student. The further I go on this journey, the more I
reflect on my identity and its many dimensions. I never realized how much my experiences and
identity as Southeast Asian American had impacted my navigation of higher education until I
had the chance to sit down and openly talk and reflect on my identity. In addition to identifying
as Lao-American, I identify as low-income, first-generation, and a woman of color. These
different aspects of my identity have impacted my experiences. I have had my share of struggles
finding my way to college, and even after successfully enrolling, I still struggled with navigating
my way through it. I find difficulty fitting in with the perception of Asian American students that
they are always successful in higher education and do not face any struggles. The statement does
not resonate with me nor does it accurately speak upon my lived experiences. Asian American
students tend to be disregarded when talking about diversity and race, even further disregarded
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when talking about the needs of the various sub-communities. This occurrence, unfortunately,
results in Southeast Asian American students to feel even more marginalized. This has led me to
wonder about other students who identify as Southeast Asian and their experiences in higher
education, specifically about the access and retention support that are provided.
The values that I hold highly are compassion, equity, inclusion, and meaningful work;
they are the foundation for what I think education should provide for students. These values
influence the way I present myself to others and serve as the driving force for the work I aspire
to do in higher education. Alongside my values, I have developed a passion for education equity
as well as promoting access and retention for students, specifically from underserved and
underrepresented communities. The aspects of equity and inclusion are imperative for students
because that can correlate to having a strong sense of belonging at their university. Fostering
equity and inclusion can be quite difficult for first-generation students and students who are
historically marginalized, so it is important to consider the wants and needs of these students to
promote equity and inclusion. By not having the proper and necessary resources on whether
students attend college and once they are at the campus, it can be hard to feel like they belong
and for them to be retained at the institution. The intention behind support services and programs
should come from a place of compassion in order to produce meaningful work as a student
affairs professional. As an aspiring professional seeking to work in the world of higher
education, I want to be an advocate for students and provide the necessary support, especially for
those that feel underrepresented and underserved. I want to work towards creating a space and
environment where these students can have an open dialogue to share their lived experiences and
share a space where they are with people who identify similarly. I think there is value in hearing
these stories from students and can help with determining what and how to support them with
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programming, working towards a more equitable and inclusive institution. This has led to the
formation of the research questions: What is the impact of their SEAA identity on their
navigation in higher education? How do these students make meaning of their identity and sense
of belonging at UC San Diego? How can I increase the visibility of the Southeast Asian
American narrative at UC San Diego? And how can the new insights I learn help inform better
resources and services to support their success and connection to the university?
Literature Review
I recognize and acknowledge that the knowledge base about the Asian student experience
is small, resulting in limited research on the Southeast Asian (American) student identity. It is
imperative to take a look at the history of Southeast Asian Americans and their familial
migration to the United States and how that impacts how they are viewed and perceived. When
looking at the current research database on the Southeast Asian American experience, the themes
of the model minority myth, disaggregating data, sense of belonging for underrepresented
students, and culturally relevant programming and dialogue appeared.
Southeast Asian (American) Historical Context
Many Southeast Asian American students come from familial backgrounds who are
immigrants and refugees to the United States. It is a point to take a look at the historical contexts
of the migration to better understand the Southeast Asian narrative and the challenges that SEAA
students face in higher education when they arrive in the United States. The Cambodian, Laotian,
and Hmong community has faced tremendous challenges of war and violence.
Laos’ Secret War. Despite the name, the Vietnam War was fought outside the borders of
the country, Laos getting involved in the conflict. The United States sought to disrupt the
Vietcong supply lines while supporting the Laotian monarchy against communist rebels. This led
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to the United States to drop over two million ordinances during 580,000 bombing missions over
Laos between 1964 to 1973 (“The Secret War in Laos,” 2016). During those nine years, many
villages were destroyed and hundreds of thousands of people were displaced. Laos would
become known as the “most heavily bombed country per capita in history.” The “Secret War”
would leave more than 3 million people killed, while another 12 million people became refugees
and resettled in the United States (Legacies of War, 2020).
Khmer Rouge. Meanwhile, in Cambodia, the communist regime Khmer Rouge took
over the country when they marched into the capital of Phnom Penh and established Democractic
Kampuchea (Clayton, 1998). The movement was led by Pol Pot, declaring an end of over two
thousand years of Cambodian history and announcing a new beginning. This new beginning
would subject the people to a “cataclysmic social experiment” (Clayton, 1998). Pol Pot
attempted to create a Cambodian “master race” through social engineering that would lead to the
death of more than 2 million people in the country (History, 2017). People suffered and died
from starvation, disease, and being worked as they were forced to work on the farm collectives.
The regime also executed people they considered as enemies of the state, this included
intellectuals or potential leaders of a revolutionary movement (History, 2017). After the Khmer
Rouge, the survivors would flee to the Thai border as refugees (Rumbaut, 1996).
Hmong diaspora. The Hmong is an Asian ethnic group from the mountains of Laos
(Gordon, 1987). However, the Vietnam War would change that. During the conflict, the United
States recruited the Hmong to fight against the communist forces of Pathet Lao; the Hmong
suffered casualties ten times higher than those of American soldiers in Vietnam (Rumbaut,
1996). The government of the Southeast Asian countries of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodian
would fall to communist forces, contributing to the first wave of refugees arriving in the United
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States (Gordon, 1987). As a result of their involvement with the United States forces, Pathet Lao
would call for the elimination of the Hmong (Jacobs, 1996). The Hmong left Laos and were
scattered around the globe as refugees; their homeland in Laos was taken away by the
communist forces (Lee, 2008).
The traumatic experiences of the Southeast Asian community, specifically within the
Cambodian, Laotian, and Hmong communities, influenced their migration to the United States.
Most Southeast Asian Americans are either refugees or come from a family of refugees, finding
themselves resettling in the United States after the Vietnam War. Rumbut (1989) states that the
migration occurred in two waves, with the “first wave” being majority South Vietnamese,
bringing with them a “substantial amount” of human capital. Refugees from the first wave held
high levels of socioeconomic status and educational attainment (Museus, 2013). While there was
a shift during the second wave. The second wave was much more numerous than the first,
including more Cambodian, Laotian, and Hmong refugees, who arrived with little education,
knowledge, and transferable skills (Rumbaut, 1989). There was a disparity of “human capital”
between the two waves of migration. Rumbut (1989) noted that the second wave of refugees also
experienced a more traumatic migration journey, enduring longer periods in the refugee camps
before their resettlement. It is also noted that the second wave of migration was not voluntary
and the choice was made to escape political persecution by the communist government that
gained control after the Vietnam War (Museus, 2013). The Vietnam War destroyed the economy
and society of Southeast Asia, leaving the three countries (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) the poorest
in the world (Rumbaut, 1996). Due to the lack of capital that the refugees had during the second
wave,they are unable to pass substantial amounts of capital to their children and the future
generations.
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The Model Minority Myth
Many studies explore the “model minority” narrative and how it negatively impacts these
students and how to challenge the myth in education. The “model minority” is a perception that
has been associated with the Asian identity for quite some time. Ngo and Lee (2007) discussed
the “model minority” stereotype as one that claims and emphasizes the hardworking and
high-achieving qualities that are perceived to be embedded within the “Asian culture”. This
stereotype disregards any group within the Asian category access for services and resources as it
is perceived that support is not needed. This misperception remains widespread and inaccurately
claims that Asians have overcome the barriers of racial discrimination (Suzuki, 2002). The
stereotype ignores and silences the struggles that Asian Americans face, especially for those that
do not fit with the narrative and contributes to the lack of research on the group (Her, 2014, p.
201). Museus and Kiang (2009) claim that there are five misconceptions that come along with
the model minority myth. The misconceptions include thinking that Asian Americans are all the
same, Asian Americans are not really racial and ethnic minorities, Asian Americans do not
encounter major challenges because of their race, Asian Americans do not seek or require
resources and support, and college degree completion is equivalent to success (Museus & Kiang,
2009). These stereotypes can make students feel even more marginalized and unwilling to seek
the proper resources or support.
The Need for Disaggregated Data
In order to combat the model minority myth, there is a necessity for disaggregated data
for the Asian category. The model minority perception further pushes the idea that all Asians are
the same and share the same experiences, aggregating the multiple ethnic groups under one
Asian narrative. Due to the nature of the aggregated data, there is a lack of research that
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discusses the Asian identity, even much less that solely speaks about the Southeast Asian
community. The “Asian” category is one that encompasses about 30 different ethnic groups;
there are strong similarities that are shared between each other, but there are even more
differences that should be taken into consideration (Suzuki, 2002). There is diversity among the
Asian community with language, origin countries, culture, history, socialization process, and
learning preferences (Her, 2014). Once the data becomes disaggregated to ethnic specificity, the
disparity between the various groups becomes clearer with the low numbers of Southeast Asian
students enrolled in higher education and achieving academic success (Um, 2003). This places
Southeast Asians in a unique position within the conversation. One view is that they are
perceived as high-achieving students and on another is that they are looked at as dropouts,
involved in gangs, and welfare dependent (Ngo & Lee, 2007). It is important to disaggregate
data, to further understand the challenges that the Southeast Asian American community faces
and what kind of support, resources, and services they require.
Sense of Belonging for Underrepresented Students
The concept of sense of belonging has many definitions and is informed by various
theoretical frameworks. Strayhorn (Strayhorn, 2018) defines a sense of belonging as the “basic
human need and motivation, sufficient to influence behavior” (p.4). In regards to an higher
education context, it is further defined as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a
feeling or sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about,
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on campus
such as faculty, staff, and peers” (p.4). Museus, Shiroma, and Dizon (2016) find that physical
cultural connections, epistemological cultural connections, and transcultural connections shape
Southeast Asian American students in an institution within their study. They explain that it is
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powerful for students to have connections with individuals and groups from their own
communities on campus, having the opportunities for students to develop and strengthen
connections to their cultures, and providing the chance for students to give back and positively
transform their cultural communities (Museus et al., 2016). Samura (2016) look into how Asian
American students navigate and negotiate with their campus in order to foster a sense of
belonging. It is concluded in the study that Asian American students tend to find themselves
having a decreased sense of belonging because of the disconnection and misalignment with held
expectations and lack of space, leading students to remake and reposition themselves and
remaking space (Samura, 2016).
Importance of Culturally Relevant Programming & Institutional Agents
In the process of trying to determine possible solutions and how to better support
Southeast Asian American students, it highlighted the importance of inclusivity, and having the
needs and wants of the groups to be heard and considered. Since much of the history and live
experiences of the Southeast Asian community is overshadowed and overlooked, very little is
known. As a result, it is mentioned that it is imperative to create programming such as
workshops, retreats, and other activities to educate students, faculty, administrators, and staff
about race and diversity, specifically with regards to that identity (Suzuki, 2002). Having a space
to speak of lived experiences can help educators better understand the culture and history of their
Southeast Asian American students and potentially use that information to incorporate into the
curriculum and programming, thus making it both inclusive and relevant for students (Her,
2014). Alongside culturally relevant programming, institutional agents also can serve as a crucial
role by being able to provide access to social capital for SEAA students. Museus and Mueller
(2018) find that institutional agents who share racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds with
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Southeast Asian American students are able to develop a strong mentoring relationship with
them. This is not to say that institutional agents who do not share similar backgrounds with the
students cannot have a positive impact, but means taking out the time to understand the
backgrounds and experiences that their students come from and have (Museus & Mueller, 2018).
Institutional agents are important for students, specifically Southeast Asian Americans because
they are able to share some common ground, humanize the educational experience, promote
proactive philosophies, and model passion and success (Museus & Mueller, 2018). There is
value in culturally relevant programming and institutional agents on Southeast Asian American
students for their sense of belonging and academic success in higher education.
Context
The organizational setting for my research is the University of California, San Diego
(UCSD) campus. The University of California, San Diego is a public research university that
reported Asian students making up 37.1 % of the entire undergraduate population, which is
approximately 11,829 for the 2020-2021 academic year (Undergraduate Student Profile, 2021).
This does not include Asian students that are enrolled at the university internationally,
international students make up about. Once that data is disaggregated based on ethnicities, the
breakdown shows that there were 79 Laotian, 21 Hmong, and 167 Cambodian students who were
enrolled for the academic year (UC Disaggregated Data, 2021). Lao, Cambodian, and Hmong
students make up only about 2% out of the entire Asian student population at UC San Diego. In
that same group, 4,264 identify as Chinese, 2,262 as Vietnamese, and 1,314 as Korean, making
them the majority in the Asian group category (UC Disaggregated Data, 2021). As the data
shows, there is a large number of Asian identified students enrolled at the university but when it
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is further broken down, it shows the low enrollment of Southeast Asian American students in
higher education.
This action research is in collaboration with the Asian Pacific Islander Middle Eastern
Desi American (APIMEDA) Program and Services at UC San Diego. The department helps
assess the needs and experiences of APIMEDA students to start programs designed to help them
make connections with other students and with the campus and positively influence their
retention. Currently the department has the Program Manager, the only full-time professional
staff and employs four undergraduate student assistants and one graduate student intern. Some of
the work they do and services they provide are working directly with student organizations to
sponsor events, creating and hosting workshops, hosting forums for dialogue and discussion,
hosting conferences, and serving as an advocate for the needs and wants for the students and
APIMEDA community. Initially, I had wanted to do this study with the three universities in San
Diego (University of San Diego, San Diego State University, and UC San Diego). However,
when first starting out the study at USD, I ran into issues soliciting participation due to the lack
of Southeast Asian American identified students enrolled at the institution. I made the decision to
solely focus the study at UC San Diego, reaching out to the APIMEDA Programs and Services
for support and access to a greater participant pool.
Theoretical Framework Foundation
There are a few theoretical frameworks that have helped inform this research, Yusso’s
Community Cultural Wealth Model, Phinney’s Model of Ethnic Identity Development, and
Reconceptualized Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity.
Yusso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model
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Yosso (2005) attempts to shift the lens from a deficit view and perspective of
communities of colors and acknowledge and consider cultural wealth and capital in the model.
The critical race theory provides a lens to information research of minitorized groups; however,
in using that lens, it means to look more towards the deficits and using data showing what people
of color are lacking or what they do not have access to. The deficit-informed research portrays
the ‘deprivation’ of communities of color (Yosso, 2005). The Community Cultural Wealth Model
reframes what capital is, going beyond the usual financial and material assets, highlighting
different types of capital (See Figure 1). While the Southeast Asian American community may
not have the financial or material capital, I think it is important for them to recognize the other
types of capital that they and the SEAA community hold.
Figure 1: Yusso’s Cultural Community Wealth Model
Phinney’s Model of Ethnic Identity Development
Jean Phinney (1993) developed one of the earliest and tested a general ethnic
development model. Phinney (1993) maintained that the idea that ethnic identity is important to
the development for minitorized individuals towards positive self-concept (Patton, Renn,
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Guido-DiBrito, & Quaye, 2016, p. 135-136). Published in Student Development in College, Jean
Phinney developed the model of ethnic identity development and presents a three-stage linear
model for the process of ethnic identity development.
Stage 1: Unexamined Ethnic Identity: During this stage, individuals have yet to
explore their ethnic identity. As a result, it may lead some students to accept the values and
attitudes of the majority culture. It is also during this stage that students may go through
diffusion or foreclosure. Diffusion is the lack of interest in one’s identity and no commitment to
it and to explore it further. Foreclosure is the state that individuals may show commitment and
showcase pride in their ethnic identity, but have not yet explored their identity.
Stage 2: Ethnic Identity Search/Moratorium: This stage is characterized when
individuals explore their ethnic identity, usually caused by a situation or event. The situation may
vary from being harsh like experiencing overt racism or more gradual that is less traumatic. It is
also during this stage that we see individuals make an effort to learn about their ethnic identity,
whether that be talking with friends and family, reading literature, taking courses, learning
cultural traditions and customs, and attending cultural events.
Stage 3: Ethnic Identity Achievement: This stage is achieved when the individual is
able to accept, interalize, and gain a clear understanding of their identity. Individuals are able to
come to terms with cultural differences between one’s ethnic group and the majority culture. The
ideal outcome is seeing individuals secure and confident in their ethnic identity (Patton, Renn,
Guido-DiBrito, & Quaye, 2016, p. 135-136).
Methodology
I have chosen Appreciative Inquiry (AI) as the methodology approach for this action
research. This approach appealed to me because it focuses on the positives to bring about change
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as opposed to deficits. Cooperrider and Srivastva’s (1987) Appreciative Inquiry consists of four
stages of Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny (See Figure 2). The core of the method comes
from searching for “the best in people, their organizations, and the relevant world around them”
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001, p.3). Rather than coming from deficit thinking, it works from a
positive perspective and under the assumption that people have the potential and capital to use
towards change (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). It seeks to build realities by building
connections when people are able to see the best in each other and share their goals and concerns
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001).
Figure 2: Cooperrider & Srivastva’s (1987) Appreciative Inquiry
The first stage begins with Discovery which is the inquiry portion, asking people to
reflect on their experiences in hops to rediscover the positive qualities of what is currently
working at this moment in time (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). I am hoping to provide a space
in which the students will be able to reflect on their identities and how that played a role on their
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path to and navigation in higher education as they may have not been able to give much thought
to it previously. The Dream stage follows next, which is the process of creating a desired vision
from the discovered potential and inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). It builds upon what is
reflected from the first stage and recognizes what is valuable and brings people together to
envision change. The next change of Design is creating possible realities with regards to their
values and principles to support a positive change (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). Taking what
is learned and discussed from the prior stages, now is the chance to take tangible actions to make
that dream into a reality. Lastly, the final stage is Destiny, where they are able to see the delivery
of the proposed plan and require participation to implement change, monitor progress, and
engage in new dialogue (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001). This stage sees the achievement of the
plan and how to be able to manage and maintain it for the future. With this action research, I
want to make a social change to include Southeast Asian Americans within the conversation,
allowing them to share their stories, acknowledging the capital they bring into the space, and
influencing the change they want to see.
My epistemological assumption is that changes can occur when reflection and
introspection take place alongside collaborating and working with others. I think as long as we
can continuously reflect on the past and present, we can make progress for the future and getting
the input of others can be valuable as well. This informs my choice of using Appreciative
Inquiry, as it allows for self-reflection and collaboration to see a change happen. It allows for
individuals to think about what is working at the moment and determine the good aspects, and
use the insights to improve the situation. Action research is relevant to this problem because it
allows the narratives and stories of the Southeast Asian American community to be shared. As
the researcher, I am able to gain valuable insights into how I can better serve students and what
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they need from the institution. Appreciative Inquiry allows me to guide this action research in a
positive direction and the discovery of capital that students possess can be used towards
navigating higher education.
Participants
The participants of the study are Southeast Asian American individuals who are currently
attending UC San Diego as undergraduate students. I intended to focus specifically on people
who identified as Cambodian, Lao, and Hmong within the SEAA community as I think that these
identities and narratives tend to be overlooked and disregarded due to the low enrollments in
higher education. For this study, I worked alongside with the Asian Pacific Islander Middle
Eastern Desi American (APIMEDA) Program and Services at the university to help gather
participation. This action research was also in collaboration with Vanessa Na, a postdoctoral
student at UC San Diego, who also shared a similar research interest and project. The
participants were recruited through flyer marketing (Appendix A), email recruit (Appendix B),
and through word of mouth. I had a total of six participants for my action research; all
identifying as Southeast Asian American undergraduate students. Out of the six participants,
three of them identified as Cambodian, two as Laotian, and one as Hmong. I provided a written
consent form (Appendix C) as well as gave a verbal overview of the study. In order to preserve
anonymity and protect the students’ identities, I have given each participant a pseudonym and
that is how they will be referred to throughout the paper (Table 1).
Table 1: List of Participants and Data Analysis on Identity
Participants Year/Major Ethnicity
Courtney 3rd Year/Biological Sciences Khmer/Cambodian
Tyler 4th Year/Social Sciences Hmong
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Julia 1st Year/Computer Sciences Laotian & Vietnamese
Chris 4th Year/Physical Sciences Khmer/Cambodian
Vivian 4th Year/Other Fields Laotian
Rosie 2nd Year/Other Fields Khmer/Cambodian
Pre-Cycle: Needs Assessment
I decided to focus the research on SEAA students because of my own identity as
Southeast Asian American and wanting to be an advocate for the community and determining
what these students need. Throughout my journey, I have long noticed and experienced a lack of
inclusion of this identity and voice, especially since I attended UC San Diego as an
undergraduate. As stated before, the research that has been done about the Asian American
identity in education, tends to center on the experiences of East Asian, overlooking the Southeast
Asian groups, even groups that I have not yet mentioned like Thai, Malaysian, and Burmese. The
Southeast Asian region consists of a variety of different ethnic groups, but there is little research
done about the Southeast Asian (American) communities. It results in being lumped together
with the rest of the Asian communities and making the assumption that all Asian ethnic groups
have the same experiences and face the same kind of issues. Similar to how the research about
Asian community is limited, the resources and support that are available are limited as well. This
further limits what is available for Southeast Asian American students, impacting their
experience at a university. The lack of visible support for these students hinders their sense of
belonging and they become less likely to be retained at the institution. I decided to primarily
focus my action research around the Lao, Cambodian, and Hmong communities because of the
contexts surrounding their migration to the United States that has impacted their survival in the
country, furthering impacting Southeast Asian Americans students in education. I established a
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need was present by reflecting on my own experiences at the university and speaking with other
SEAA identified students. I wondered if this type of experience resonated with Southeast Asian
American students at UCSD.
Cycles Overview
For my action research study, I completed three cycles with a post-cycle. My first cycle
consisted of a survey that was completed by the participants. Within the survey, I collected
qualitative data about the students with regards to their demographics, identity, and how they
made sense of their own sense of belonging. The next two cycles were focus groups that would
progress through the Appreciative Inquiry model of Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny.
These focus groups would be an hour and a half each. The intention of these focus groups is to
help the students process their identity and how that has impacted their journey to and within
higher education. It was to also provide a space for these students to be with other students that
identify similarly and be a space for open dialogue and discussion about being Southeast Asian
American. In these focus groups, data is going to be collected through activities, open dialogue,
and discussion centered around their Southeast Asian American identity.
Cycle 1 - Survey
After gaining participation from the students, I sent a survey to be completed that
recorded qualitative data about the students; the survey contained questions regarding their
college information, demographics, identity, experiences, and how they make their sense of
belonging at the university.
My online survey was made on Google Forms and consisted of twenty-three questions.
The survey had different sections that included different types of questions (Appendix D). It
began with how they would define their sense of belonging at UCSD, followed by culturally
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engaging campus environments survey items that measured how much they agree or disagree
with the statements about their experiences on campus, with staff and faculty members, and their
Southeast Asian American identity. These questions were informed by the Culturally Engaging
Campus Environments (CECE) scale developed by Samuel Museus. The intention behind the
scale is to measure campus environments and their impact on the experiences of diverse student
populations (Museus et al., 2018). Following the culturally engaging campus environments
survey questions, I collected data about their experiences at UCSD and demographics. This cycle
is intended to get the participants to start thinking about their SEAA identity. I wanted to give the
opportunity for the participants to start thinking about their Southeast Asian American identity,
acknowledging that the different participants might be at different points in that reflection. Also,
reflect on their experiences on campus with other students, staff, and faculty in regards to their
identity and what the Southeast Asian American experience is at UC San Diego.
Cycle 2 - Focus Group 1
The focus group would progress through the Discovery and Dream stages of Appreciative
Inquiry. It took place over Zoom for an hour and a half. It first began with a mind-mapping
activity that would require the students to think and reflect on their Southeast Asian American
identity. The students engaged in a tree of life activity over Jam Doodle that had them reflect on
their values, characteristics, identity, and what represents those identities for them (Appendix E).
Participants were asked to visualize a tree, writing what their values are for the roots, the
characteristics they hold in the trunk, the different aspects of their identities for the branches, and
what represents or embodies those identities for the leaves. Previously, I participated in this
activity myself and it really helped me to reflect on my identity and the intersectionality along
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with it. Following the activity, there was a discussion of their trees and diving deeper into what
they put on their trees and how they process and make meaning of their identities.
After the mind-mapping activity, the participants were asked questions to further their
reflection on their identity and how that has impacted their educational journey to higher
education (Appendix F). The intention was to dive deeper and further reflection based what was
answered on the survey. The survey served as a starting point for the participants to start thinking
about their SEAA identity; the goal of this focus group is to go beyond what they answered and
gain more qualitative data. This focus group also allowed students to be in a space with other
students that identify similarly, an opportunity that they normally may not receive on campus.
The focus group was recorded and transcribed, with the qualitative data from the cycle analyzed
based on themes that I saw recurring throughout the cycle.
Cycle 3 - Focus Group 2
I conducted another focus group with the participants that focused on the final stages of
Design and Destiny of the AI model. This focus group built upon what was learned and
discussed from the previous focus group. The questions asked in the focus group revolved
around making meaning of their identity, experiences at UCSD, the model minority narrative in
higher education, and discussed what kind of necessary changes they would like to see at the
institution to allow Southeast Asian American students to feel better supported (Appendix G).
This was intended to be a space and time to have an open dialogue and discussion about the
questions that were not asked in the first one, and reflecting. This focus group was also held over
Zoom for an hour and a half. Similar to Cycle 2, the focus group was recorded and transcribed,
analyzing the data around recurring themes.
Post-Cycle
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At the very end of my cycles, I sent a survey to the participants to gather information and
data about their overall experiences going through the entire action research process. The
questions would include ones asking how it was being a participant being in a study focused on
the SEAA identity, what they learned, and their experience and feelings about being in a space
with other students that also share the SEAA identity (Appendix H). The intention of the
post-cycle was to see what the participants took away from being in the research study and try to
get a sense of their learning and growth after their participation.
Findings
Cycle 1
In Cycle 1, all six student participants completed the survey. The completed survey
revealed themes of involvement in extracurricular activities, self-awareness of SEAA identity,
and awareness of lack of identity support at the university. The survey that was sent to the
participants attempted to gather information about their identity and demographics, how they
make sense of belonging.
From the survey, data about their involvement in extracurricular activities that included
student organizations, internships, or leadership positions was collected. The statement, I am
involved in on-campus extracurriculars/activities (this can include student organizations,
internships, and/or leadership positions), gave a range of answers from not involved at all,
slightly involved, somewhat involved, moderately involved, and extremely involved. On this
question, five out of the six participants answered that they were involved in some way, shape, or
form in extracurricular activities. Out of those participants, they stated that they were involved
with at least one student organization on campus (See Figure 3). Some of the extracurricular
activities they were found to be involved with were the Hmong Student Association (HSA),
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Medical Education Mission and Outreach (MEMO), Cambodian Student Association (CSA),
Biomedical Research, Kaibigang Pilipin@ (KP), and a service-based ministry to name a few.
There was a participant, who stated that they were not involved in any campus extracurricular
activities but also stated that they work about 21 to 25 hours per week off-campus. Given the
nature of working off-campus that could impact what other activities they are able to partake and
participate in. The student may want to participate in extracurricular activities and be involved
with the campus, they are unable to do so due to other commitments and work responsibilities.
Figure 3: Breakdown of Level of Student Involvement
For the students, joining and being involved with student organizations, especially those
that were centered around their ethnic identity, attributed to a positive experience on campus. It
allowed the students to be in a space with other students that share a similar identity or interests.
Courtney explained why the Medical Education Mission and Outreach (MEMO) and Cambodian
Student Association (CSA) is important to her and the impact that it has had on her college
experience:
SEAA EXPERIENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 26
Medical Education Mission and Outreach (MEMO) allowed me to volunteer at the
underserved communities in SD and Orange County, and the people that benefited were
the people of the Southeast Asian communities. I allowed me to see the inaccessibility of
resources to those communities, which strengthened my desire to become a physician to
tackle those issues. Cambodian Student Association (CSA) really allowed me to be more
connected to my culture and the experiences I have as a Cambodian. I felt enormous joy
being able to share my culture with other students here at UCSD (Courtney).
Alongside student organizations, the participants included services and departments that
made them feel connected, included, or helped them succeed at the university. Some included
departments like Asian Pacific Islander Middle Eastern Desi American (APIMEDA) Program
and Services and the Office of Academic Support and Instructional Service (OASIS). Tyler
wrote “APIMEDA at UC San Diego connected me with like-minded individuals who made me
feel connected and included at this institution.”
Through these questions, it is apparent that their involvement in extracurricular activities
is an important aspect of their college experience. There is also value in a few departments on
campus that offer opportunities to connect with other students at UCSD.
I wanted to collect data about how the participants defined their sense of belonging at
UCSD, asking the question, How would you define sense of belonging at UCSD? This was a free
response question as the participants can have different answers about their sense of belonging at
the university. The answers to this question were varied, but shared similar sentiments. For
example, Tyler shared what their definition of their sense of belonging, saying:
I think a sense of belonging at UCSD is a feeling that you get when you are actively
engaged with the people and culture at UCSD. Through meeting other faculty, alumni,
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and other students you develop a sense of belonging at UCSD as you now have people to
support you in your journey at UCSD. Also getting involved with the culture at UCSD
either by joining student organizations, student government, or going to sporting events
are all ways to have a sense of belonging at UCSD. (Tyler)
Courtney emphasized the aspect of community in her definition, saying “A sense of
belonging at UCSD for me means belonging to a community that has shared interests or goals.”
Likewise, Vivian affirmed the aspect of community, saying “There is a community for everyone
to belong, as long as you get out of your comfort zone to see it.” Rosie felt like a sense of
belonging was defined by the communities that we find ourselves in, stating:
At UCSD, I think we are more so defined by the communities we are a part of, which are
mainly college and major. It could also extend to the student organizations which
includes the ones based on a service, activity, ethnicity, sororities/fraternities, etc. (Rosie)
Among the answers, sentiments of engagement, connectedness, and community were
apparent in the answers to how they would define their sense of belonging at UC San Diego. The
more that the students felt engaged and connected and having some sort of community on
campuses contributed to a greater sense of belonging and connectedness to the campus itself.
The participants were asked to what extent they agree or disagree with a number of
statements. One of the statements that was asked was, At this institution, there are enough
opportunities for me to connect with people from my Southeast Asian American communities.
Four participants either strongly disagree or disagree, one answered neither agree or disagree,
and one answered agree. While the participants themselves know and have an understanding of a
sense of belonging means to them, most of them still feel like they are unable to make
connections with other people from the SEAA community at the university. Following that
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question, four out of the five participants also disagreed with the statement, In general, people at
this institution value knowledge from my Southeast Asian American communities. I also asked to
what extent they agreed or disagreed with the statement, I frequently interact with people from
similar backgrounds as me at this institution. For this statement, over half of the participants
answered within the disagree spectrum, with two answering “somewhat disagree”, one
answering “disagree”, and one putting “strongly disagree”. While students may hold their own
definitions of how they make sense of belonging is for them, they still do not feel they
particularly belong at UC San Diego completely. This can be attributed to being unable to
connect and interact with other SEAA students and do not believe that the institution values the
knowledge the community has.
From the survey there was a level of self-awareness, particularly with the identities they
hold. All of the participants said they think about their Southeast Asian American identity
occasionally, often, or always (See Figure 4).
Figure 4: Breakdown of Student Identity Self-Reflection
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The students think about their Southeast Asian American identity more times than not,
but feel like that part of their identity gets overlooked and disregarded by the university. They
feel like they are unable to connect with students from that same community nor feel like the
institution values the SEAA community and knowledge. Students are able to foster a greater
sense of belonging when they partake in extracurricular activities, but still find a disconnect with
the university when it comes to their Southeast Asian American identity.
Cycle 2
In doing the tree of life activity for the first focus group, it allowed the participants to
reflect on the multiple aspects and intersectionality of their identity; it also allowed the students
to have the opportunity to share their story and narrative. The activity also allowed the
participants to see not only the differences between each other but also the similarities they
share. From this activity, it revealed the importance of relationships, education, and ethnicity and
culture for the students. The participants noted that they share a close relationship with their
family and friends, some even saying that their relationships influenced the person they are
today. The participants shared that even though they come from different ethnic backgrounds,
they were able to see the similarities in the values that they hold like family and friends,
community, and respect. Throughout the activity, the participants noted how salient their SEAA
identity was to them, impacting the way they navigate higher education.
After the activity, we had a dialogue with questions to dive deeper into their Southeast
Asian American identity and their experiences at UC San Diego, and whether that part of their
identity has had any impact on their journey. During this conversation, it revealed the feelings
and experiences of SEAA invisibility, finding support through organizations and departments,
and the importance of having spaces and having the chance to find students to connect with that
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share a similar identity. In this space, participants shared what is their relationship to their racial,
cultural, and ethnic identity as well as what was their first experience coming to know that part
of their identity. It is noted that the participants had different moments when they came to know
their racial and ethnic identities, but it occured when the participants were in grade school.
Something that was discussed of how the participants felt there was this sense of
invisibility of the Southeast Asian American identity on the UCSD campus. In terms of resource
centers, there is nothing for Asian identified students, much less for Southeast Asian American
students. There is APIMEDA Programs and Services, but it is not recognized as a resource
center. The department itself is small and the work is done by primarily one person. This feeling
of invisibility can also be attributed to the lack of visual representation on campus and how the
university perceives Southeast Asian American identity and community. The model minority
again puts all Asian ethnic groups under one narrative and automatically assumes that all these
students from these various ethnic backgrounds share the same stories and experiences, when in
reality, that is far from the truth. When there is Asian American representation at UCSD, it tends
to be centered around the East Asian community. The participants recognized that because of this
invisibility, it implies that SEAA identities are less appealing leading to resources not being
available and accessible as a result of this framing. Also, this invisibility comes from a lack of
knowledge about the Southeast Asian community. As the participants detailed experiences where
they would mention to people their ethnicity (Cambodian, Lao, Hmong), and the response back
would be one of confusion and not quite understanding what their ethnicity really is. This sense
of invisibility can impact how students view themselves and other SEAA students on campus.
As a result of this invisibility, it is important to find support through organizations and
departments at UC San Diego for these students. During the conversation, the participants shared
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where and who has made them feel welcomed and included at UCSD. One of these spaces that
students highlighted as making them feel included and welcome was the APIMEDA Programs
and Services. The students felt that the staff in the department has really shown to be an advocate
for them and providing resources whenever necessary. Also sharing that they felt like they could
go to the staff whenever they needed some type of help or support. The work that they seek to do
for the community seems to take into account the Southeast Asian American student community,
which is not something that the students have received at the university level. APIMEDA works
with the students to create the spaces that they wanted out of the university. Even small aspects
like seeing traditional patterns or having restaurants that serve cultural meals brings a sense of
connection and makes them feel welcomed on campus.
In sharing their experiences at UC San Diego, it revealed the importance and significance
in having spaces for SEAA students and how impactful it was to find students who share the
same ethnic identity. It allowed the participants to feel welcomed and included at an institution
like UCSD when they do not see or meet faces who are Khmer, Lao, or Hmong very often. The
sentiments shared was that it can be quite difficult to find someone with the same ethnic identity.
The students shared that if they met someone who was Southeast Asian American, more
specifically Cambodian, Lao, or Hmong, they automatically felt this sense of happiness and this
connection because they are to share an important aspect of their identity and realize that they
were not alone at UCSD. Given the fact that UCSD has a large Asian student population, the
Asian population is made up of students who hold different ethnic and cultural identities.
Meeting someone who shared the same ethnic identity was rare and far and few in between so
when the opportunity is presented, it is truly meaningful for the participants. Student
organizations are impactful as well and contribute to a greater sense of belonging for the
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participants. Students tended to seek out organizations that centered around their ethnicities. If
students were not able to find an organization that supported their ethnic identity, they would go
to the point to create one themselves, recognizing how salient it is for them to have connection
with their ethnic identity on campus. The organizations are able to build a community that the
students can seek and cultivate relationships with other students. These interactions also give the
opportunity to find mentors who are able to guide them throughout their journey in higher
education. The participants also noted how impactful it can be to see someone who is of SEAA
identity go on and achieve great things, noting how seeing a poster of a Southeast Asian
American individual on campus made them feel proud and a sense of inspiration for themselves
to accomplish their own goals. Mentors and hearing and seeing the success stories of Southeast
Asian Americans are valuable. The participants recognize that it is difficult in finding these
individuals and they usually stumble upon them by chance. The participants also shared that
even though others may not necessarily share in being Southeast Asian American, just having
someone willing to learn and understand their identity is great as well. Having spaces where they
felt welcomed and included is important as well as meeting and connecting with folks that share
the same ethnic identity.
Cycle 3
For the last and final cycle, a second focus group was held. The questions for this cycle
were intended to continue the focus on their experiences at UCSD, but also bring about their
experiences with the model minority narrative and its impact, reflecting on the capital that they
have as individuals, but also the capital the SEAA community holds. As well, discussing what
UC San Diego and other institutions do to better serve and support their Southeast Asian
American students.
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In continuing the dialogue about their UCSD experiences, I asked the participants their
thoughts of the model minority myth and what its impact on their educational journey. There
were differing levels of understanding when it comes to their knowledge about the model
minority myth; some participants knew it very well, others have only heard about it but did not
quite understand it fully, and some that did not know it at all. Even if some of the participants
were unaware of it, upon hearing the explanation what the model minority myth is, they shared
that there have been experiences with it but did not know the proper terminology or that there
was a term for it. Regardless of the level of their knowledge of the stereotype, it was agreed
among the participants that it has done and continues to do more harm than good on their
academic experiences and overall navigation in higher education. From the previous cycle, the
participants alluded to the model minority and how that has an influence on how the university
sees them and other SEAA students. There seems to be an emphasis on the East Asian
community when anything is mentioned that has to do with Asian American, disregarding the
Southeast Asian American identity and experience. This results in the SEAA students not
resonating with the narrative, feeling hidden and invisible, and simply not welcomed and valued
by the university. Vivian discussed her thoughts about the model minority myth and how it has
personally affected her, saying:
I never felt like the term really resonated with Southeast Asians, including my own
family. They came here as refugees and basically started from nothing and had to learn
English from scratch and definitely needed some sort of assistance. On a personal level,
the term itself is detrimental as it assumes that I am good at everything when in actuality
I might not be and it can take a mental toll. (Vivian)
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When the university operates with the model minority narrative along with the
aggregated data surrounding Asian Americans, it justifies the lack of resources and support for
students, with the data showing they perform at high levels and perform well in their courses. A
participant spoke about the impact of the model minority myth:
Looking at where Cambodian Americans are the most concentrated in America, it’s cities
like Lowell, Stockton, and Long Beach which have the highest crime rates and high
levels of poverty, the model minority is damaging because there is no type of support
given already, but especially in these cities, there is an extra barrier towards support. So
when Cambodian Americans do end up in crime or not receiving the best education, like
why is that so surprising? Considering the fact no resources were given at all. (Chris)
The model minority myth makes it seem like they are all good students and perform very
well academically, therefore they do not need any type of help. As a result, there is very little to
no support or resources for Asian American students, thus limiting what is available and
accessible for SEAA students. The model minority myth attributes the successes of Asian
Americans, specifically in higher education, to their racial identity. It opens the door for
misguided assumptions about them as individuals whether it be about how they appear or where
their skills lie.
At the time of my action research, there has been a drastic increase in anti-Asian hate
crimes in the United States. It was also discussed what was lacking and what were their
experiences of discrimination were. We asked the group the question, We’ve talked through all
these spaces you feel welcome/included, now think about spaces you do not. Have you
experienced any incidences of discrimination, real or perceived? The students feel since Asian
Americans have long been considered as the “model minority” it has contributed to the rise of
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hate crimes against the community. On a personal level, there was no reports of incidents of
discrimination at this time. Since UC San Diego is currently remote, that impacts the connections
and experiences they have with the rest of the campus. Since the university is operating on a
virtual basis, it is easier to turn off the camera when something happens. This might be different
in the future when the university does eventually return to in-person learning and things make a
slow return to the campus with classes and interactions. However, students did say that they have
previously experienced microaggressions both in and out of the classroom. Tyler remembered an
experience in one of their classes; there was an assigned group project and there were
calculations that needed to be done for it. Being the only Asian American identified individual in
the group, the other students automatically turned to them and asked if they would do the
calculations and this made them feel uncomfortable because it felt like they were asking him to
do the calculations simply due to the fact that they were Asian American and this idea that “all
Asians are good at math” perpetuated in the model minority myth. Tyler further explained that he
had to tell the group that he was not comfortable with doing the calculations since he was not a
STEM major and he had the same level of understanding and skills to do the calculations as the
rest of the group members. While it may seem harmless and it just simply assumes the student is
good at math which is not necessarily a “bad” stereotype, it is a microaggression that stems from
what others perceive from their racial and ethnic identity. This type of experience occurs more
than once and more times than the participants would like. The microaggressions tend to stem
from looking at all the ethnic and cultural groups within the Asian category as the same.
Microaggressions can negatively impact a student’s sense of belonging and how they view
themselves on a personal level. The model minority myth is seemingly applied to all groups that
fall under the Asian category, when this category consists of over 30 different ethnic groups with
SEAA EXPERIENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 36
their. The participants overwhelmingly spoke of their thoughts, feelings, and own lived
experiences about the harm that the model minority myth has caused and impacted their journey
at UCSD.
The participants have been asked what it means to them to be a Southeast Asian
American student. They shared sentiments of pride and being proud of their SEAA identity. The
participants shared that they are cognizant of the challenges and struggles their own families
went through and that has allowed them to feel proud of where they are now and how much they
have achieved so far, being a Southeast Asian American college student at UC San Diego. They
also shared that seeing themselves in higher education, they feel like the struggles faced and
sacrifices made by their families were finally being paid off. This sense of pride can also come
from being one of the few Southeast Asian American students being in the position they are now.
However, having pride when they are one of the few SEAA students can be a double-edged
sword. With Chris stating:
I have a ton of pride in being a Cambodian American student and there’s not a lot of
Cambodian scientists and a part of me is taking pride in that sense, knowing I am doing
something different. Pride is nice until you realize that there’s nobody else that can
answer your questions and that’s the hard part. (Chris)
Since the Southeast Asian American community share similar lived experiences and
stories, participants shared that they not only are proud of themselves as individuals but other
Southeast Asian American folks, especially when they see them accomplish great things and find
their own success. It was asked of the participants what capital they think that the SEAA
community holds. Alongside the mentioned struggles and challenges that their own families have
faced, the participants believe some of the capital that the community has is strength and
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resiliency. Despite the community being smaller compared to other groups, there is still an
immense amount of strength.
Lastly, I gathered the participants’ insights on what UC San Diego and other institutions
of higher education can do better for their Southeast Asian American students. I think it is
imperative to ask students what they need rather than making assumptions, especially when
much of what is done for Southeast Asian American students operates under the model minority
narrative and much of that already does not resonate with the students. They would like the
university to move away from that narrative and the thinking that the Asian community is a
monolith, allowing SEAA to share their experiences and stories. The participants noted that
some of the actions that they would like to see at UCSD is more faculty and staff of SEAA
identity or even individuals that would share a willingness to learn and understand the Southeast
Asian American identity. The participants shared how happy it made them feel when someone
was able to recognize and acknowledge their SEAA identity. Tyler shared an experience with a
professor prior, saying:
I remember this one class I took, and I did not like the professor at all. But the moment
she recognized that I was Hmong and I was like “Oh my god, you know what that is?”
and I started doing a lot better. I felt okay because there is a connection, I started
becoming more engaged compared to before. (Tyler)
Small actions like that are impactful for the participants because they go into classes
thinking that everyone sees and thinks of them as East Asian and the moment that they recognize
their ethnicity, a positive switch takes place. Along with having more faculty and staff that are
Southeast Asian American, the participants stated that they would like to have classes that are
centered around the Southeast Asian identity whether that be history or a language course. The
SEAA EXPERIENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 38
participants shared that they would like more of an opportunity to learn about the SEAA identity
and community. The students would also like to see more support towards the APIMEDA
Programs and Services because they have done great work and have continuously been an
advocate for the students and providing help when needed and asked. The participants agreed
that they would like to see more resources and services provided to allow Southeast Asian
American students to explore and learn about their identity as well as providing resources and
services to help their academics. Along with the hope that UCSD provides more resources and
support services for SEAA students, the participants would like if these were made more
accessible and promoted well throughout the campus so students are well aware of what is
available for them. Chris stated “I would have never found the Cambodian Student Association if
I did not actively look for it myself.” The participants noted how difficult it is to find anything
remotely related to the Southeast Asian American community and that they have to put a lot of
effort and jumping through hoops to find even a small amount of resources and support services
available at UC San Diego.
The participants also discussed how positive it feels to know that you are being listened
to and having your concerns and issues be addressed explicitly. Students felt that if UC San
Diego is able to listen to the students in regards to their needs and wants out of the university and
able to take that into account in regards to programs and events then it would be beneficial for
them and other Southeast Asian American students.
Post-Cycle - Post-Assessment Survey
After the three cycles, I completed a post-cycle to check what the participants took away
and if they had learned anything new from their participation in the action research. The students
shared that this was a cathartic experience for them, noting that they are rarely given the
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opportunity to reflect on and have a discussion surrounding their Southeast Asian American
identity, especially in a space with others who share the same identity. It allowed them to see
how different but also how similar the experiences those in the SEAA community are and
building connections with other SEAA students. Despite currently doing remote learning at the
moment, they hope they are able to utilize these connections when the university eventually
returns to in-person learning and interactions. Some of the participants shared that they were able
to learn more about the model minority myth and how inapplicable it is for Southeast Asian
American students. Furthermore, the model minority myth is something that is not taught in their
courses but something they learn outside the classroom by doing their own research or something
they hear about it from their peers. The participants also shared why they believe this action
research is important, Julia saying, “I think it’s important to hear where representation and
community is needed on campus for Southeast Asian students. It’s important that everyone has
somewhere to feel accepted on campus.” The participants hope there is positive change in the
future for the Southeast Asian American students at UC San Diego.
Limitations
Throughout the course of this study, there were several limitations. The most significant
challenge I felt was the reality of living and navigating a pandemic. The pandemic has impacted
how this study was conducted as everything was done online and virtually, not by choice, but
required to keep myself and the participants safe. The survey was completed online while the
focus groups were held virtually over Zoom. Despite being able to complete the cycles, things
are not easily translated virtually leaving the doors open for misinterpretation. There is a lot to be
said but unable to be shared because of the virtual context. As a result of the virtual environment,
it is possible that it impacted the amount of participants who enrolled and who could participate
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in the focus groups. Since my participants were all students, they have classes, meetings, and
events that are also conducted over Zoom. With the amount of Zoom calls and meetings that
these students have, Zoom fatigue is real. Students may be less inclined to be a participant in the
study because it just adds to the amount of time they have to be on Zoom and being a study
participant as a volunteer may not be considered a high priority on top of their other
responsibilities. With working with a small number of students who have different commitments
and responsibilities from one another, it was quite difficult to find a day and time to have most if
not all the participants join the focus groups.
Another limitation was the unequal representation among the Southeast Asian American
identity. Among the participants, I was able to obtain three students that identified as Cambodian
and two students that identified as Lao, but I only had one student who identified as Hmong.
Having only one Hmong individual does not allow for more than one student experience and
perspective to be shared, which can be very limiting in a research study to gain insights about the
SEAA student experience. As well as one student is not representative of the entire Hmong
student population and does speak for the entire community, given that lived experiences are
influenced by one’s intersectionality of identity. However it is to note that the Hmong population
at UC San Diego is limited and gaining one participant is considered to be about 5% of the entire
Hmong community at the university.
Recommendations
After completing the action research, the recommendations I have is to improve student
data collection and disaggregation, increasing support for student organizations, and increasing
support for the Asian & Pacific Islander Middle Eastern Desi American Program and Services,
and creating a space for SEAA students on campus. These recommendations are intended to help
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create equitable resources and support for Southeast Asian American students at UC San Diego,
as well as contribute to a greater learning and reflection about themselves and the identities they
hold and contribute to a greater sense of belonging.
Improving Disaggregating Data and Student Information Collection
It is to be noted that UC San Diego already disaggregates the data for the Asian category.
This information can be found on the University of California website, it is made accessible and
available to the public. However, I would like to recommend a step further with this and
recommend the university to improve data collection and classifying the information. Some
Southeast Asian American students hold multiethnic identities that are not accurately represented
when collecting student data. For example, a lot of students who identify as Cambodian, may
also identify as Chinese. However, whenever students mark both Cambodian and Chinese when
asked, they are put into Chinese category because it is the greater of the two, decreasing the
number of students who also identify as Cambodian and does not accurately represent the student
population at UC San Diego as far as Southeast Asian American student population. This may
affect what kind of resources and support they are given or made aware of since they are put into
one ethnic category over the other. As well as impact how students view themselves on a
personal level; students may feel like they do not have a connection to their Southeast Asian
American identity because the university does not see them as that.
Increased Support for Student Organizations
I recommend increasing support for student organizations, especially the ones that are
centered around the students’ racial and ethnic identity. The student organizations are shown to
have a positive impact on the students’ sense of belonging and overall educational journey.
Students want to have a community that they feel like they are included and belong to. If that is
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unavailable at that moment, students have shown to take initiative and create that space for them.
They seek to build that space because that part of identity is important for them. It also allows
them to be in a space and build community with other students that identify similarly to them,
which can be important to Southeast Asian American students. Due to the lower enrollments of
SEAA students among colleges and universities, it can be difficult to find students who share the
ethnic identity by themselves and these student organizations and help bridge that gap. Being in
that space can be quite transformational for the student as they learn more about their identity. As
well, it makes it apparent that they are not alone in their journey through higher education and
there are other SEAA students. Along with increasing support, I recommend increasing funding
for them as a lot of the times these organizations hold many events and programs throughout the
year that help the members and the greater SEAA community. These programs and events can
help students build more confidence in their identities and combat the feeling of imposter
syndrome which is prominent when students do not feel like they belong at the university.
Increased Support for the APIMEDA Program & Services
The Asian and Pacific Islander Middle Eastern Desi American Program and Services was
created at the UC San Diego campus in 2016. It is not considered as an actual student resource
center. The physical space of the department is limited as there is no space that people can gather
and spend time in, as well as the department currently only has one full-time professional staff. I
recommend increasing support and funding to expand and continue the work they do and the
work they aspire to do in the future. The expansion will allow APIMEDA Programs and Services
to be more of a resource center for students. Currently, the work can be overwhelming for one
professional staff, so by having more staff, the work can be divided and there is more time and
effort that can be dedicated to the work. There also becomes more room to create new and
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further develop programming and events. By improving the physical space, it will become a
space that students can spend time at. When students are able to find comfort in a physical space,
they are more likely to spend more time in that space and find other students to connect with as
well. The aspect of which can result in fostering a better sense of community among the students,
developing a physical connection to the university. A possible outcome from the expansion of
the department would be that students will be able to know that there is a place for them on
campus and be aware of the APIMEDA Programs and Services. Since there is no physical place
dedicated for APIMEDA, their existence can pass over students’ heads and not within their
scope of awareness. The mission of the APIMEDA Program and Services is to “encourage
community development, enhance coalition building and within the APIMEDA students, staff
and faculty, fosters greater visibility for the diversity within the APIMEDA community, and
helps students gain skills for success in their future careers” with their events are geared to their
purpose. The department has had an impact on the students with the programs and resources they
provide; they are able to help students to connect with others who have a similar identity to even
helping these students to create an organization centered around their ethnic identity. By
increasing support towards the APIMEDA Programs and Services, it will contribute to a positive
college experience for the students. It will be considered as more of a resource center for
APIMEDA identified students; also allowing students to feel welcomed and connected to UCSD
while having staff that is able to support their academic journey.
Space for Southeast Asian American Students
Throughout the course of the action research, a theme that continued to appear was the
need for space for Southeast Asian American students to share their experiences and stories.
Whether that be self-created spaces or physical spaces, or spaces within student organizations or
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the APIMEDA Program and Services, a space is needed. By having a space, it helps students
make meaning of their identities. The students have shown that they think about the identities
they hold frequently, making it a salient point for them. However, there is no opportunity to think
deeply about it. There is value in their telling their stories and should be provided a space to do
so. Also, when it came to defining how they made sense of belonging, a majority of the answers
contained terms like community. Given the low enrollment of Southeast Asian American
students in higher education institutions, there are not many times where SEAA students are able
to meet and connect with each other. Allowing a space for Southeast Asian American students to
think and reflect on their identity while also being able to meet other students would be
transformational and contribute a greater sense of belonging at UCSD for them.
Personal Learning and Reflection
After completing this action research, I not only learned more about the participants and
the Southeast Asian American student experience, but also about myself. I hold this study near
and dear to my heart because I recognize the importance of Southeast Asian American research.
In completing this research study, a lot of what I saw from the participants was similar to my
own experience navigating higher education. I found myself resonating a lot with what the
student participants were feeling and thinking on their own journey through UC San Diego.
Understanding that this is a similar experience for Southeast Asian American students, this has
reaffirmed my passion and desire of wanting to serve and be an advocate for SEAA students
from a role as a professional in student affairs in the world of higher education. Through doing
this action research, it was quite a difficult process given the circumstances of the pandemic and
other factors and contemplated changing the topic multiple times. However, this study was
important not only to myself but the research base about the Southeast Asian American
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community. If I was not going to do this research, the question is who was? I have always
identified as a Southeast Asian American; I am fully aware that I am Lao-American but never
have I previously never delved into my identity beyond that fact but my time in higher education
and attending college has changed that for me. My time as an undergraduate gave me the chance
to really think about what it really means to be Southeast Asian American and it is truly
transformational. I was able to gain a better understanding of my own identity, particularly my
SEAA identity and owning my story, becoming more confident and secure in being
Lao-American. Through college, I was also able to connect with other individuals that share that
identity and it might seem like a small thing but it is truly comforting meeting other Southeast
Asian American students on a campus of thousands of other students. For Southeast Asian
American students, I want them to know that their stories and experiences hold value and it
should be highlighted in higher education. With my action research, I want to provide insights
that can be used by professionals that can make changes at the university level but also on a
personal level, I hope I am able to provide the participants the opportunity to reflect on their
identity and be in space and community with students who share a similar identity throughout
this study. I want the students to take away and know that they are other Southeast Asian
American students at UC San Diego, they are not alone even though it might feel like it at times.
I want to advocate for the Southeast Asian American community as much as I can, I recognize
and acknowledge that the capital that we have as well as empower students and let them know
that their stories are valuable. The students showed a lot of pride and were proud that they were
Southeast Asian American. While my action research may not provoke sudden changes with
programming at the university level, I do hope that the students were able to grow from
partaking in the study by learning more about themselves and others, contributing to an increased
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sense of belonging and community for them. Also, I am an alumni of UC San Diego (graduating
in 2017) and there was no such thing as the APIMEDA Program and Services when I was a
student. Much of my time as an undergraduate, I was involved in social justice activism work,
being a part of the Coalition for Critical Asian American Studies to help advocate for APIMEDA
students at UC San Diego. One of the demands of the coalition was for the university to create a
resource center for the students, later resulting in the university initiative of the APIMEDA
Programs and Services. While it was not the exact outcome that we had wanted as a collective
group, seeking more of a resource center, it was a step in the right direction. This initiative was
created towards the end of my time as a student and I was not able to see the changes it has had
on the APIMEDA student population. It is interesting coming back to UC San Diego in some
way, shape, or form and seeing the development of the department, the work that they are doing,
and if it has changed or impacted anything for the students and their experience at the university.
While I may have not been able to experience the APIMEDA Programs and Services myself as a
student, the work in creating that department was for the needs of the greater APIMEDA student
population and I am glad to see it being created. I want to continue to advocate for the Southeast
Asian American community and provide them with the necessary resources and support to gain
access to higher education but also stay retained by the university contributing to their success in
college. There is value in listening to the experiences, stories, and voices of Southeast Asian
American students and these insights can be helpful in how to better serve and support these
students in higher education.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer
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Appendix B: Email Recruitment
Hello!
My name is Kathy Vilaysith and I am currently a student in the Higher Education Leadership
graduate program at the University of San Diego. I am emailing you to discuss an opportunity to
participate in a research study that will intend to include the Southeast Asian American
community in the conversation about education in order to foster a greater sense of belonging on
campus. The purpose of my study is to understand how Southeast Asian American students
navigate higher education by allowing individuals to speak about their lived experiences and
identity and determine how to better support the group at an institution.
If you decide to be in this study, you will be asked to participate in the following over the span of
six months:
● Survey (30 minutes)
● Focus Group #1 (1 hour, 30 minutes)
● Focus Group #2 (1 hour, 30 minutes)
● Post-Assessment Survey (30 minutes)
While there may be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the indirect benefit
of participating will be knowing that you helped researchers better understand how to create a
more inclusive environment and provide better resources and support for students. I hope you
decide to participate in this study and be a part of the social change; the outcomes from this study
will bring forth a change to create a space for Southeast Asian students and create better
programming in higher education.
If you know any other student that would like to be part of this study, please let me know. I am
looking forward to your responses and schedule a time for our first interview. If you have any
further questions or concerns, feel free to respond to the email and I’ll be more than happy to
answer them. I look forward to speaking with you further and scheduling our first meeting.
Warm regards,
Kathy Vilaysith
SEAA EXPERIENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 52
Appendix C: Action Research Consent Form
University of California, San Diego
Consent to Act as a Research Subject
Pulling the Curtain off the Southeast Asian American Student Experience at UC San Diego
Who is conducting the study, why you have been asked to participate, how you were selected,
and what is the approximate number of participants in the study?
Kathy Vilaysith, a graduate student in the Higher Education Leadership program at the
University of San Diego, is conducting a research study to find out more about the experiences
and narratives of Southeast Asian students. You have been asked to participate in this study
because you identify as a Southeast Asian student (specifically Cambodian, Laotian, or Hmong).
There will be approximately fifteen (10) participants in this study.
Why is this study being done?
The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of Southeast Asian students at higher
education institutions and investigate how their identity has impacted their educational journey
and how it impacts their sense of belonging on campus.
What will happen to you in this study and which procedures are standard of care and which
are experimental?
If you agree to be in this study, the following will happen to you:
● Complete a Pre-Assessment survey that asks questions about gender, age, ethnicity,
major, number of academic years on campus, activities on campus, and your own
understanding of your sense of belonging at the institution.
● Participate in a personal interview to talk about and reflect on your identity and lived
experiences as being a Southeast Asian individual.
● Partake in two focus groups that will discuss the topic of identities, sense of belonging,
and current available support for Southeast Asian students. Help create tangible actions to
promote a more inclusive environment and enhance visibility and a greater sense of
belonging for these students at the institution.
● Complete a Post-Assessment survey to reflect on your participation in the overall
research study.
How much time will each study procedure take, what is your total time commitment, and how
long will the study last?
The duration of this study will be from January 2021 to May 2021, your participation in this
study will take a total of 330 minutes.
● Pre-Assessment Survey (30 minutes)
● One-on-One Interview (1 hour, 30 minutes)
● Focus Group #1 (1 hour, 30 minutes)
● Focus Group #2 (1 hour, 30 minutes)
● Post-Assessment Survey (30 minutes)
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What risks are associated with this study?
Participation in this study may involve some added risks or discomforts. These include the
following:
1. A potential for the loss of confidentiality. All data collected from you will be coded with
a number of pseudonyms (fake name). Your real name will not be used. Research records
may be reviewed by the UCSD Institutional Review Board. Any information provided
and/or identifying records will remain confidential and kept in a locked file and/or
password-protected computer file in the researcher’s office for a minimum of five years.
The results of this research project may be made public and information quoted in
professional journals and meetings, but information from this study will only be reported
as a group, and not individually. Research records will be kept confidential to the extent
allowed by law. The information or materials you provide will be cleansed of all
identifiers (like your name) and may not be used in future research.
2. A potential for boredom, fatigue or emotional distress. Sometimes when people are asked
to think about their feelings, they feel sad or anxious. If you would like to talk to
someone about your feelings at any time, you can call toll-free, 24 hours a day: San
Diego Mental Health Hotline at 1-800-479-3339.
Because this is a research study, there may also be some unknown risks that are currently
unforeseeable. You will be informed of any significant new findings.
What are the alternatives to participating in this study?
The alternatives to participation in this study are to not participate in this study.
What benefits can be reasonably expected?
While there may be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the indirect benefit
of participating will be knowing that you have helped researchers better understand the identity
and experience of Southeast Asian students and how that impacts their navigating and
performance in higher education. The investigator, however, may learn more about the Southeast
Asian narrative, and society may benefit from this knowledge.
Can you choose to not participate or withdraw from the study without penalty or loss of
benefits?
Participation in research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw or
refuse to answer specific questions in an interview or on a questionnaire at any time without
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are entitled. If you decide that you no longer wish to
continue in this study, you will be required to sign a written notice of withdrawal from the study.
You will be told if any important new information is found during the course of this study that
may affect your wanting to continue.
Can you be withdrawn from the study without your consent?
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The PI may remove you from the study without your consent if the PI feels it is in your best
interest or the best interest of the study. You may also be withdrawn from the study if you do not
follow the instructions given you by the study personnel.
Will you be compensated for participating in this study?
You will receive no compensation for your participation in the study.
Are there any costs associated with participating in this study?
There will be no cost to you for participating in this study.
What if you are injured as a direct result of being in this study?
If you are injured as a direct result of participation in this research, the University of California
will provide any medical care you need to treat those injuries. The University will not provide
any other form of compensation to you if you are injured. You may call the Human Research
Protections Program Office at 858-246-HRPP (858-246-4777) for more information about this,
to inquire about your rights as a research subject or to report research-related problems.
Who can you call if you have questions?
Kathy Vilaysith has explained this study to you and answered your questions. If you have other
questions or research-related problems, you may reach Kathy Vilaysith.
You may call the Human Research Protections Program Office at 858-246-HRPP
(858-246-4777) to inquire about your rights as a research subject or to report research-related
problems.
Your Signature and Consent
You have received a copy of this consent document.
You agree to participate.
________________________________________________ _______________
Subject's signature Date
**If oral consent or waiver of documented consent is requested, no signature line is needed
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Appendix D: Cycle 1 Survey Instrument
1. How would you define sense of belonging at UCSD?
[End Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Survey Items]
2. To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following statements?
Response options: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither disagree nor agree, Agree,
Strongly agree
● It is easy to find people at this institution with similar backgrounds as me.
● I frequently interact with people from similar backgrounds as me at this
institution.
● It is easy to find people at this institution who understand me.
● It is easy to find people at this institution who understand my struggles.
● People at this institution are generally willing to take time to understand my
experiences.
3. To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following statements?
Response options: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither disagree nor agree, Agree,
Strongly agree
● Staff and/or faculty at this institution often send me important information about
supports that are available.
● Staff and/or faculty at this institution check in with me regularly to see if I need
support.
● If I need support, I know a staff and/or faculty person at this institution who I trust
to give me that support.
● If I have a problem, I know a staff and/or faculty person at this institution who I
trust to help me solve that problem.
● If I need information, I know a staff and/or faculty at this institution who I trust to
give me the information that I need.
● I feel like I am part of the community at this institution.
● I feel like I belong at this institution.
● I feel a strong connection to the community at this institution.
4. To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following statements?
Response options: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither disagree nor agree, Agree,
Strongly agree
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities for me to connect with people
from my Southeast Asian American communities.
● In general, people at this institution value knowledge from my Southeast Asian
American communities.
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● In general, my Southeast Asian American communities are valued at this
institution.
● In general, people at this institution value the experiences of people in my
Southeast Asian American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities to learn about the challenges
that exist in my own Southeast Asian American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities to learn about important issues
within my own Southeast Asian American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities to gain knowledge about my
own Southeast Asian American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities (e.g., research, community
service projects, etc.) to help improve the lives of people in my Southeast Asian
American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities (e.g., research, community
service projects, etc.) to give back to my Southeast Asian American communities.
● At this institution, there are enough opportunities (e.g., research, community
service projects, etc.) to positively impact my Southeast Asian American
communities.
[End Culturally Engaging Campus Environments Survey Items]
5. I am involved in on-campus extracurriculars/activities (this can include student
organizations, internships, and/or leadership positions)
Response options: Not at all involved, Slightly involved, Somewhat involved, Moderately
involved, Extremely involved
6. Which type of on-campus extracurriculars/activities are you involved in?
7. Can you describe any activities/programs that made you feel connected, included or
helped you succeed at this institution?
[Begin Demographics Section]
8. What is your age?




○ Genderqueer or gender fluid
○ Man
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○ I prefer to self-describe: ______________
○ I prefer not to respond





11. How often do you think about/reflect on your Southeast Asian American identity?
Response options: Always, Often, Occasionally, Rarely, Never
12. What generation Southeast Asian American do you identify as?
○ 1st (born in another country)
○ 1.5 (born in another country, but arrived in the U.S. during or before early teens)
○ 2nd (parents were born in another country, and you were part of the first
generation born in the U.S.)
○ 3rd (you and your parents were born in the U.S., but your grandparents were not)
○ Other:
13. What best describes your class background growing up?
○ Working class
○ Middle class
○ Upper class (Rich)
14. What is the highest level of education completed by any of your parents/guardians
who raised you?
○ Did not finish high school
○ High school diploma or GED
○ Some college, but did not complete a college certificate or degree
○ College certificate
○ Associate’s Degree (AA) or equivalent
○ Bachelor’s Degree (BA, BS) or equivalent
○ Master’s Degree (MA, MBA, MEd, MFA) or equivalent
○ Doctoral or Professional Degree (EdD, JD, MD, PhD) or equivalent
○ I don’t know
○ Not applicable
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15. About how many credits did you complete at this institution prior to the start of the
current quarter/semester? Response options: 0, 1-30, 31-60, 61-90, Over 90
16. Are you a transfer student?
○ Yes
○ No
17. Which college are you a part of?
○ Revelle College
○ John Muir College
○ Thurgood Marshall
○ Earl Warren College
○ Eleanor Roosevelt College
○ Sixth College
○ Seventh College
18. Please estimate your overall GPA at this institution: Response options: 0.0-0.5,
0.6-1.0, 1.1-1.5, 1.6-2.0, 2.1-2.5, 2.6-3.0, 3.1-3.5, 3.6 or over, Not applicable
19. How many majors do you have?
Response options: 1, More than 1, Undecided/undeclared
20. Please select your major or expected major area: (select one)
a.     Agriculture and natural resources i.      General and multi/interdisciplinarystudies
b.     Biological sciences j.      Health professions
c.     Business k.     Humanities
d.     Communication, media, and public
relations l.      Mathematics and statistics
e.     Computer science and technology m.   Physical sciences
f.      Education n.    Social sciences
g.     Engineering o.    Other fields
h.     Fine and performing arts
21. About how many hours per week do you work ON campus (please include hours









SEAA EXPERIENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 59
22. About how many hours per week do you work OFF campus (please include hours









23. Is there anything else that is not captured by this survey and that you think we
should know?
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Appendix E: Tree of Life Activity
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Appendix F: Focus Group 1 Script and Questions
Introduction:
Hello, my name is Kathy Vilaysith, I am a second year in the Higher Education Leadership
graduate program at the University of San Diego. Thank you for taking the time to share your
experiences with us today in today’s focus group. We are interested in learning more about your
experiences at UCSD. Specifically, I will be asking questions about how you understand your
Southeast Asian American identity and how it has impacted your time at UCSD. Your responses
will help us understand how to better support Southeast Asian American students on campus.
Consent:
Before we begin, this focus group will last an hour and a half. I would also like to reiterate that
participation in this study is voluntary and that your answers are confidential. Although this
interview will be recorded, please know that you may ask me to stop the recorder at any time. If
you are uncomfortable with answering any question, please also let me know. Does anyone have
any questions? We will begin the focus group now.
Tree of Life Activity:
For the first part of this focus group, we are going to do a tree of life activity, it is a way for you
to tell us your story and who you are as an individual. You are going to visualize a tree with the
root, the trunk, the branches, and the leaves. For the root, you are going to put the values that you
have, whether that be things like friends or family, or qualities of honesty or equity. For the
branches, you are going to write the skills and qualities that you possess like trustworthy, kind,
caring, etc. For the branches, you are going to put the identities that you hold like Asian
American, student, first-generation, sister/brother, bilingual, for example. Lastly, for the leaves,
you are going to put what represent those identities whether it be Khmer American, Lao
American, or Hmong American to your Asian American identity, and UC San Diego in
connection to your student identity.
● Questions:
○ Would anyone like to share their tree with the group?
○ Seeing everyone’s tree, including yours, what kind of things stand out do you see
or notice?
○ How do you feel about doing this activity? Did you learn anything about yourself
or others?
Now for the rest of the time, we we will be moving towards a discussion with questions about
your Southeast Asian American identity and experiences at UC San Diego
Questions:
1. What is your relationship to your racial/ethnic/cultural background?
2. What is your earliest memory of when you came to know your racial/ethnic/cultural
identity?
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3. What experiences come to mind when you consider how your identity may have played a
role in your college experience?
4. What messages do you receive about your Southeast Asian American identity in college?
5. Are there any important spaces at UCSD that make you feel welcomed and included?
6. Are there any specific individuals that you feel you can go to for anything? If there is no
one, why do you think that is the case?
7. Do you have any other thoughts about anything else we’ve discussed during our time
together?
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Appendix G: Focus Group 2 Assessment
Introduction:
Hello, my name is Kathy Vilaysith, I am a second year in the Higher Education Leadership
graduate program at the University of San Diego. Thank you for taking the time to share your
experiences with us today in today’s focus group. This is the second and last focus group of the
research study. Again, we are interested in learning more about your experiences at UCSD.
Specifically, I will be asking questions about how you understand your Southeast Asian
American identity and how it has impacted your time at UCSD. Your responses will help us
understand how to better support Southeast Asian American students on campus.
Consent:
Before we begin, this focus group will last an hour and a half. I would also like to reiterate that
participation in this study is voluntary and that your answers are confidential. Although this
interview will be recorded, please know that you may ask me to stop the recorder at any time. If
you are uncomfortable with answering any question, please also let me know. Does anyone have
any questions? We will begin the focus group now.
Questions:
● What experiences come to mind when you consider how your identity may have played a
role in your college experience?
● How do the above experiences impact the way you see yourself as a college student?
● Can you tell me about any ethnic-based social experiences you have, such as participation
in ethnic student associations/interest groups or use of resources at the Campus
Community Centers, such as APIMEDA Programs and Services?
● What is your understanding of the model minority myth? How has this impacted your
academic journey at UCSD?
● We’ve talked through all these spaces you feel welcome/included, now think about spaces
you do not. Have you experienced any incidences of discrimination, real or perceived?
○ If you feel safe to share, could you describe what happened
○ How did/do you make sense of that experience?
● What does it mean to be a Southeast Asian American college student?
● What are the strengths of the SEAA community? What capital do you think the
community possesses?
● What does success mean and look like to you?
● What should educators know about Southeast Asian American college students in
general? What changes would you like to see happen at UCSD?
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Appendix H: Post-Cycle Assessment Survey
Questions:
● Is there anything you would like to share that you were unable to during the focus
group(s)?
● What were your thoughts about the focus group(s)? Are there any major takeaways?
● What were your thoughts and feelings about being in a space with other Southeast Asian
American students?
● Did you learn anything new in partaking in this research study?
● Do you think the research study is important? Explain.
● Is there anything else you would like to say or share?
